Summary. The article is devoted to the consideration of the factors which influence intercultural communication of Belarusians with people who live in the countries bordering Belarus (Russia, Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania and Latvia) and some countries where English is used as the first official language (the UK, the USA, Canada, Australia and Ireland). The objectives of the research were: to compare cultures of people living in Belarus, in the bordering countries and in the English-speaking countries; to describe the characteristics of Belarusian mentality which presumably create cultural barriers; and to determine the factors that facilitate intercultural communication of Belarusians with people under consideration. The research was based on the dimensions of power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long term orientation and indulgence (G. Hofstede). Using these criteria, the characteristics of Belarusian mentality were systematically presented; they include tolerance, collectivism, cautiousness, modesty, restraint, respect for traditions and pragmatism. The reflection of the distinctive features of the Belarusians' outlook in proverbs and behaviour illustrates the differences which can presumably cause cross-cultural misunderstanding. Also, the factors which promote intercultural communication are highlighted. The results of the research may be used in intercultural training of postgraduate students and in-service specialists in education and business.
Introduction
At the beginning of the 21 century the problems of intercultural communication have become of current interest because globalization and social mobility require overcoming cultural barriers and using alternative communicative strategies in order conversational partners achieve their goals. It explains why any research in this field of study is topical nowadays.
The present study deals with the characteristics of the mentality of the Belarusians which influence the effect of intercultural communication. The mentality means а way of thinking (Collins English Dictionary, 2014) ; or the set of one's mind, view, outlook (Dictionary.com, 2017) . According to Saphiere, Mikk and DeVries (2005) , due to the fact that communication is the exchange, transmission, or sending and receiving of thoughts and messages, through communication you mutually create or discover meaning -a more collectivistic mentality. Clark and Brennan (1991) assume that two factors are important for grounding in communication: the purpose -what the two people are trying to accomplish, and the medium of communication -the techniques available (Clark, 1991) . Both these factors, which imply intentions and the words people actually say, are culturally dependent -they are the results of people's way of thinking. As soon as one of the distinguished features of mentality is its "unconsciousness or semi-consciousness" (Шенкао, 2003) , mentality is unconscious ground for communication: no one is able to escape from the culture in which she or he was born; and everyone chooses, applies and evaluates other's behaviour upon her / his outlook.
In this research we proceed from the idea that understanding between people is dependent upon the degree of similarity of their belief systems (Morain, 1986, p.64) . Understanding the peculiarities of one's own and partner's mentality promotes intercultural communication. Unfortunately, Belarus is still seen to the Western world as "an unknown land in so many respects" (Roberts, 2010, p. VII), though different features of the Belarusians were investigated by E. Babosov, E. Dubyanetsky, V. Kirienko, A. Melnikov, R. Smirnova, etc. (Бабосов, 2004; Дубянецкі, 1995; Кириенко, 2007; Мельников, 2004; Смирнова, 2015) . They have proved that Belarusians have much in common with people in the neighbouring countries, at the same time their culture has its own cultural specificity which is distinctively reflected in the national character, strategies of behaviour and the language. Nevertheless, these attempts do not fully represent Belarusian culture as a system in terms clear to the western ethnographers and specialists of intercultural communication. It explains the need of this research which may be helpful to understand the Belarusian mentality, adequately interpret the situations of misunderstanding and modify the verbal and nonverbal behaviour to avoid culture barriers.
The aim of the paper is to specify the characteristics of the Belarusians, 
Methodology and research limitations
Recognizing that different cultures represent distinctive national characteristics is a crucial building block for intercultural communication. The article combines a double approach, characterized by the employment of the theories in sociological and linguistic fields. The study was conducted in three phases:
(1) the area of cultural portraits of Belarus, the bordering and Englishspeaking countries was explored by means of G. Hofstede's six-dimension model;
(2) the characteristics of Belarusian mentality were specified in their relation to G. Hofstede's dimensions; and the empirical study was conducted by examining Belarusian proverbs and sayings: at this point their meaning was investigated in the context of the specificity of national mentality;
(3) the statistics about non-significant differences on the Hofstede's dimensions between Belarus and the countries under consideration were examined.
During the first phase of the research we used Geert Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory. The dimensions include: power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long term orientation and indulgence. Power distance is defined as the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally. Individualism is the degree of interdependence a society maintains among its members. The criteria of masculinity help to discover what motivates people: wanting to be the best (masculine culture) or enjoying what you do (feminine culture). Uncertainty avoidance reveals the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations. The dimension of long term orientation indicates how a society maintains links with its own past while dealing with the challenges of the present and future. Indulgence is used to measure the extent to which people try to control their desires and impulses (Hofstede, 2010) .
To implement the cultural dimensions theory into practice, the Hofstede's laboratory used the values survey module (VSM), that is a set of points with which cross-cultural researchers can compare Hofstede's dimension scores (indexes) across different cultural groups. Table 1 provides an example of this model. On the whole, the indexes for more than 70 countries can be automatically obtained by means of the VSM at the Hofstede's website (Hofstede, 2010) .
In the present study two criteria were used to choose the countries to compare with Belarus: (1) the common borders and intensity of economic, political, cultural and personal contacts of Belarusians and (2) the language which is used worldwide. Therefore, in this research we considered two groups of cultures of the societies in the countries:
(1) bordering Belarus: Russia (Rus), Ukraine (Ukr), Poland (Pol), Lithuania (Lit) and Latvia (Lat);
(2) countries where English, as an international language, is the first official language: the United Kingdom (UK), the United States (US), Canada (Can), Australia (Aus) and Ireland (Irl).
Having obtained the score of each of the investigated country by means of VSM, we used the method of statistical analysis to compare cultures.
We agreed that "significant difference" means more than 50 points which is equivalent to 50 per cent of the total score. The difference between Belarus and another country on each dimension was found by subtraction of the adequate numbers (See the example above). To obtain the total difference for a country we summed up the differences on all the dimensions for that country. The average index of dissimilarity was calculated by dividing the total difference for a country into six (the number of dimensions). When the contrasting parameters were singled out, the hierarchy of the investigated cultures was established.
The differences between Belarus and two groups of countries were found both on each dimension and on average. The classification of the dimensions on the criteria of probability to create cultural barriers was performed suggesting that there can be indexes of high (more than 50 per cent of difference); moderate (more than 30 per cent of difference), low (more than 10 per cent of difference) and non-significant (less than 10 per cent of difference) risk of cultural barriers.
During the second phase of the research, on the ground of the obtained results, the widespread characteristics of Belarusian mentality that presumably create cultural barriers in intercultural communication due to the detected differences were specified. To determine such characteristics, we analyzed the basic qualities of the Belarusian national character, presented in sociological papers, and correlated them with the statistics obtained during the first stage of the study.
In order to illustrate the reflection of the outlined characteristics of national mentality in speech, the textual analysis of proverbs and sayings was performed. The starting point here was the idea that the national language is a system of recording, storing and reflecting mental constants (Сыромятниковa, 2007) . The corpus of 1,356 proverbs, citations and sayings was analyzed in the context of the theory of the relationship between culture and language (Тер-Минасова, 2000). 40 proverbs were chosen from Russian-Belarusian and English dictionaries (Иванов, 2007; Санько, 1991; Speake,2008) .
During the third phase of the study the analysis of the statistics of nonsignificant difference on the Hofstede's dimensions between the countries under consideration was performed. We found out the percentage of similarities for the compared groups of countries. Then textual analysis of proverbs was conducted.
Research limitations: (1) the Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory allows investigation of a culture using only six dimensions which is not enough to study such a complex phenomenon as culture fully; (2) the score for each dimension represents the average parameters of the respondents; therefore, the issues of individual culture and subculture are not taken into consideration;
(3) the traditional characteristics of Belarusian mentality were considered without the influence of changes caused by social mobility.
Results

Background data
According to the first objective of the present research we examined cultures of people living in Belarus, the bordering and English-speaking countries. The use of VSM automatically provides us with the data about Russia, Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, the UK, the US, Canada, Australia and Ireland on the dimensions of power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long term orientation and indulgence (Hofstede, 2010) .
The scores of Belarus (the lowest line), Russia, Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania and Latvia are presented in Figure 1 . English is the first official language -the UK, the US, Canada, Australia and
Ireland -are seen in Figure 2 .
Fig. 2. Belarus and the English speaking countries
The comparison of Belarus with the bordering and English-speaking countries
Statistics
Having compared the scores of the societies bordering Belarus, we found that on the whole there is no significant difference on all the dimensions except power distance -with Lithuania and Latvia. On the contrary, the results of the analysis of the data regarding the English-speaking countries present evidence that they considerably differ from Belarus except for long-term orientation and masculinity scores (Table 2) . The comparison of the average indexes of dissimilarity of the bordering and English-speaking countries on the six Hofstede's dimensions -power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long term orientation and indulgence -makes it possible to suggest the hierarchy of countries from the closest to the most distant to Belarus:
(1) Ukraine -5.67;
(2) Russia -6; Having considered the deviations of the scores for each of the countries under consideration, we studied the difference and similarity on each dimension of two groups of cultures: societies in the bordering and English-speaking countries (Table 3) . As a result, the ranking of the dimensions in accordance with the average difference can be presented in the following way:
(1) power distance (43.3); 
Discussion
Characteristics of Belarusian mentality: Grounds for pessimism
In accordance with the second objective of the study on the grounds of the obtained statistics the characteristics of Belarusian mentality were specified which can presumably lead to cultural barriers and, therefore, can become the basis for some pessimism.
Referring to the classification of the dimensions on the criteria of probability to create cultural barriers, two groups were singled out: provoking
(1) moderate and (2) low risk of cultural barrier. Power distance, individualism and uncertainty avoidance belong to the first group. We further proceed the argument which characteristics of Belarusian mentality can cause the emphasized differences.
The biggest difference between Belarus and the countries under consideration were found out with regard to he criteria of power distance his/her place, and which needs no further justification (Hofstede, 2001, p. 83) .
To find out the characteristics of mentality which can explain this standard of behaviour, we examined the sociological data. According to V. Kirienko, the list of dominant characteristics of the Belarusians comprises "hospitality, diligence, warmth and cordiality in relations between people, conscience and compassion, collectivism, tolerance" (Кириенко, 2007, pp. 67-68) .
We assume that the differences on the dimension of power distance can be explained by such a characteristic of mentality as t o l e r a n c e. Tolerance is the willingness to accept behaviour and beliefs that are different from one's own, although one might not agree with or disapprove of them (Cambridge Advanced
Learner's Dictionary & Thesaurus).
Belarusians are reputed to be tolerant (Кириенко, 2007, p. 66; Бабосов, 2004, p. 217; Дубянецкі, 1995, p. 20; Мельников, 2004, p. 44; Костюченко, 2003, p. 240 Collectivism is reflected in the desire of people to live in a society where group relations have a greater value in communication (Triandis, 2004) . In this regard Smirnova (2015) Canada -50. Uncertainty avoidance is "the extent to which a culture programs its members to feel either uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations.
Unstructured situations are novel, unknown, suspicious, different from usual" (Hofstede, 2001, pp. XIX-XX) . Belarusians have a high index on this parameter.
We assume that such a feature of the Belarusians as c a u t i o u s n e s s explains the revealed discrepancy. Dubyanetsky notes that their national character traits include "distrust, secrecy and extreme cautiousness" (Дубянецкі, 1995, p. 41) . Melnikov also highlights cautiousness as a typical characteristic of Belarusians (Мельников, 2004, p. 54 In the group of the dimensions of low risk of cultural barrier masculinity comes first. There is no significant difference on this index with any particular country under consideration, and the average difference reaches 28.8 (See Tables 2 & 3) . Traditionally, "masculinity" refers to the distribution of emotional roles between the genders, it opposes "tough" masculine to "tender" feminine societies (Hofstede, 2001, p. XX) . The examples of high masculinity include:
(a) boys and girls learn to be ambitious; (b) best students is the norm. Meanwhile low masculinity implies: (a) boys and girls learn to be modest; (b) average student is the norm (Hofstede, 2001, p. 306) . Belarusian culture refers to the feminine type, where standing out from the crowd is not admirable, people understate their personal achievements, contributions and capacities. Such behaviour is ensured by m o d e s t y.
The Belarusian researchers note that the modest standard of living is appreciated much. Smirnova shows that a number of values are underestimated by the respondents in the Belarusian province: carreer and high status in the society (7.2 per cent); opportunity to enjoy life and have fun (5.8 per cent); wealth (3.6 per cent); public recognition, fame, reputation (3.6 per cent) (Смирнова, 2015, p. 26) .
As a consequence of modesty, Kirienko proved that the Belarusian self-portrait is characterized by a low degree of competitiveness (10.2 per cent) and pushfulness (10.9 per cent) (Кириенко, 2007, p. 68) . The reflection of modesty is vividly seen in the complimenting behaviour.
The compliments are generally reputed negatively in the Belarusian culture, because due to modesty people understate their own achievements. The evidence of the negative connotation of compliments is found in the Belarusian folklore. We singled out 17 proverbs which unequivocally show mistrust to people who pay compliments (Иванов, 2007; Санько, 1991 Indulgence is the second dimension which constitutes a group of low risk of cultural barrier (27.1 on the average). In theory, relatively weak control is illustrates the r e s t r a i n e d n a t u r e of Belarusians.
The researchers note that the desire for personal freedom and independence is not a significant value (29.8 per cent) (Кириенко, 2007, p. 68) .
On the whole, Babosov underlines restraint as a national characteristic of Belarusians (Бабосов 2004 ).
Certain passivity is declared as a result of this characteristic (Дубянецкі 1995, 36) . In this regard many people would be pessimistic and claim: "Мусіць, The sociologists prove that the Belarusian youth respect their national traditions (97 per cent) (Бабосов, 2004, p. 212) . Dubianetsky underlines
Belarusians' conservatism, reluctance to radical changes, the wish "to live according to the laws of ancestors" (Дубянецкі, 1995, p. 40) . At the same time the researcher claims they are characterized by pragmatism in life and irresistible optimism in any circumstances (Дубянецкі, 1995, pp. 32-33) . 
Intercultural communication: Grounds for optimism
Hopefully, speaking about intercultural communication of Belarusians there is a solid ground for optimism. The above stated differences do not reach 100 per cent on all the dimensions in the countries under consideration (See Table 3 ).
The similarities of the compared cultures constitute 82.97 per cent in the bordering, 51.9 in the English-speaking countries, and on average 67.43 per cent.
In my point of view, the evidence for successful communication lies in visitors' opinions about Belarus. For example, Roberts writes in the Bradt Travel guide: "There is so much to discover in this country, most of it to do with the people who live here: unconditional hospitality, genuine warmth of spirit and a real desire to engage positively and fraternally with foreigners" (Roberts, 2010, p. I) . Hospitality is an example of positive politeness: "when we are addressing the positive face of a person -that is our desire to be accepted and liked" (cf.: O'Sullivan, 1994, p. 83) . Therefore, hospitality is reflected in the behaviour aimed to please another person. Kirienko proves that it is one of the main Belarusian values (76.1 per cent) (Кириенко, 2007, p. 68 
